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Its Wisdom and Its Folly

This piper is not objective;'it is personal, subjective and

probably biased. Simply, it is what I believe.

Recently I was commissioned to prepare a paper describing national

efforts to establish competency-based certification po,liciips. This I

attempted Co' do. One of the readers of the draft suggested the paper.

should also include my opinions, about the various policies: For example,

did I think they would work? What were the problems they would encounter ?.

I mentioned -this idea to the gentleman who sponsored the paper.

"No," he responded. "I'd like the book (my paper was one of eight chapters)

to be as objective as possible."' I agreed, but the idea fora personal -

statement was not forgotten. In the year since that time, I not only have

become more committed to competency- based teacher education but also more

troubled and more concerned. This paper attempts to illustrate-both my

commitment and my concern.

In this paper I will di'scuss the fpllocging:

(a) Leadership roles of state certification officials
in the competency movement,

If

(b) Two different Philosophies that, unlie state attempts;

(c) An examination system that appears to have great merit,

(d) The necessity for operating from a value base,

The idea foi this paper came from one of my'preVious efforts, the

title from another. I have the ability to return to something I've written

previously -(months or years before) and read it as if I have never seen it.

I did this'recently and was struck by a phrase that I had used in descrijAAng

a state education department.' The line: (he State tin its wisdom and\
folly is many, things." "Its WisdoM and its Folly" seems. to be an appropriate
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ti t1,2- r pfo this effort - a personal analysiS..of state educatiOn de-

partmeiits' attitudes toward competency-based' teacher e:ducation and

certification:

. .
. .

.

I believe that state Certification personnel have been One of the

leading forces behind the development of the competenCy-mrement. Most

people, however, know Little about these people. -Dr. Marshalj. Frinks

completed for his dissertation an.aAlalysis of persons serving in these

roles. ,IC"look at 'his findings may be helpful' in understandin2"'Icerti

cation peqple (I consider mySelf one of these, bS,,tfie..way). Jhis,study

'did not focus. on those who -simply prcess certificates but describes

'broadry,those who make and interpret poli4cy:

Hp reported;
..,

Most of the certification leaders are male'

and c)me from a broad range of experiences

and backgrounds. Over one-half ,o.f the re-

spondents (53.1,perc,ent) have been in their

present positions not,less than one and not

fiore than five years; however, one-fourth.
I

(26 percent) 'Of the respondents have been in

, L,
,-)the Same job for more than ten years. Most

O

of the leadership personnel'have had extensive

experien.ce at the local sChoor level, bit have

tome mySt recently from college or university

positions to the Department.' A 'majority, f

these leaders have either a master- 's

doctorate degree.

.Teacher education and certification sections

differ to a gredt degree throughout the nation

\A'
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in regard to size-and es'ogrces, with.

operational budget allocatiotis ranging

from $20,000 to over $3,000,000 in the
.

largest state. The avege percentage of
, .

overall state. edUcaljpn. buggets.allocated

to' the'teacher.educatian and certification

section was found Le be 4.7 percent with

allocations ranging from .02-percent to
f

20..7' percent.

Leadership personnel iNthe teacher educatiOn

and certific4iOn sections are,bn did whole,

in .decision- making positions. OVer

fourths. of the participants reported no more

t
. .

than, wo.
1
decision-making levels b6tween their

positions 'on the.organizaf-i.onal dhat and.the
4

Chief Sta-Ce School: Officer of't6,State!
A

1---!.

Seven'of' the s.e leaders reported no decision-

making level between their positi:sms and'the
cT

Over"tw6-tihirds pf the leadership personnel
, .

,

:described the 'emphasis placed on their role

in fulfilling the Department's expectation of

the teacher education and certification section

as,one-of leadership and service, Only 15 percent

viewed their jobs as rhulatorY/administrative..

Frinks notes that certification personnel are moving. more and more

towards leadershippositions. Thus individuals who are hired 0 administor

certification regulations often become illstrumental in making certification



policies. 1 am not concerned here with whether their policies 'are

good or bad, liked.br hated,-carefully planhed or politically motivated..

Considering their backgrobhUs,(graduate degrees, school and collegiate

experientd), and their access to the superintendent and their'lack of

accountability.to anyohe except their immediate supervisors Awhen did

you Wear of a state certification officer, being fired'or even "transferred" e,

because his policies were unacceptable), the poteritikl for making policy -

H.

is self- evident.

State certification officialsin some"sLates.Thave realized that

they have unique opportunities to promote_f r-reachin .reforms, in

education by changing (some would say:manipulartng) celification

lations and program aPprOval policies. For exaMple, the "state" decides

to require a course in "modern math" for all &lementary teacherS." The

course is then offered, usually withOlt Much,.'resistance by the colleges

"(after all it means three, more hours in 'education and a better showing'

on-the Full-TiMe Equivalent.stale). In fact' certification people stand

in the middle of a vast constituency: the'public usually silent or

bombastic, the 'public schools and the ptofession-at-large 'cherishing the

myth tMt teacher edification _programs are poor', bad, awful, (a., myth not

because it isn't sometimesGtue but betause-both goodand bad programs

and courses are,tarred-with the same brush), and college educators whose

world grew up around state, certification requirements. The .constituency

(
is so vast that. t is impossible to relate to all concerns, and woir/king.

for consensus may be so prolonged that nothing is ever accomplished.

. Such conditions encourage arbitrary and/or hurried decisions.

A skilled bureaucrat soon learhs.how.to accomplish things within a

.''bureaucracy. Re .knows when to promoCe .idea's and. to wholti; he knows who
% ,

.

really makesdecisions within the state agency. and what: philosophj.tal wind
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is currently blowing. I. believbthe "state" is really people and that

policies' usually come from one or two people;mithin t&t: bbreeucracy.

.Usually a state bOard of education exists which has ultimate responsibility

for m4lcing, policy decisions. 'State boards, 1 mover, dot st,Gdy certifi-

cationpolicies; they rely on the staff of the department to. do that and

,

to make recommendations to it% The staff then also carries out those
,

policies that.dt oZiginally proposed:' I am not trying to paint a.
'.

Machiavellian picture, (and Idon't wish to prolong, this discussion) but

certification people in some states, have extraordinary influence over ,

education policy and are now engaged in using that influence.

I'believeit is. appropriate for a certification officer to take this

leadership role if he-recognizes both its liotential and its limitations.

The decisions should not ,simply be made by those within the bureaucracy.

Other interested parties '(ad hoc committees are a typical approach) should

be involved, honestly, openly and early. The greatest danger of decision- ;--,

making power emanating from a certification office'is that it may be

v

motivated .by state politics rather than educational -reasons.' More Often,
ri

however, problems result :from poor plannIng,.lack. Of financial support,

and too ,few personnel. Even though certification officials have the

opportunity'to provide educational leadership, only those with exceptional ,

ability will see, their dreams become realitleS:

A practical and a philosophical question-disturbs'me:. What c(jUld

,P
or should. a certification pqlicy be designed totlo?_. state nt

of purpose shoUld ekist. HoW it is written should determine what the

' -

certification policies are. Present policies. (often followed -without.a

,!

statement of purpose) seem to move in two different directions.

.I would like to "look at these developments through a structure pre-
,

seri tedby/Michael Katz in Class Bureaucracy and achools: The Illusion of.



A

Educational Change in eCiaerica, lie presents four models for educational

reform, tried in the past and being tried again. p,30 of these, I feel,

are relevant :

Democratic localism apposed ceptralization,of power/bureaucraCies,
--7

wanted lval control, Tut faith in !porde and a point of view about the

- sources. of social change; and

,

Incipient bureaucracy - .advocated astructured system of education,

sought to uplift quality of education by standardizing and systematizing

its structure and content.

Obviously most state education agencies have followed the. Latter model.

Standards have been set and appropriate-efforts made to ensure these

standards are met. .

.

.

°
.

, . . .

Why should a competency movement change this?. Because in soMe"places

it Has been-adopted ds an attempt to reform the educational system by changing
q.,

/ ,. ' , .
. ..

the
,
locud of authority and thereby the way in which decisions are 'made.

A system that bePieves in democratic localiSm might promote, localized

decisions, concern for the individual rather than society, and a/giving up

of state agency power. or ,authority. Such characteristics are found in the

Washington effort which identifies .the-individual child as the focus of

,

the entire effort and allows local- consortia much -greater control oei
,

certification programs. Also a variety of standards will evolveand

,

V".."

a single statestandard will diF-appear. Now York's trial projects move

' _ a

.in,this direction as 'doe!: the Cornfield Elementary Model being. field-tested,

at least in part, in Oregon.
,

Other states appear to be more attuhed,to "standardizing and systema.v

tiz_ing".certification regulations.

New Jersey. and ArizOna are attempting to utilize.behavioral objectives

to certify Leachers. Other states such as Minnesota art, specifying specific

4
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compdqncies that teachers must possess and demonstrate Florida also

appears to be moving in this directioa, more by its ultimate goal (the

use of.competency education in both the preParatir of, t:-:cherg and the
5

teaching of childeen as a means of establishing patterns of I accoUptability)than

by its patticular activities in promoting competency7based'teacher educa-

tion programs.

Obviously all states wish to "uplift.the quality of pulAis education"

but I believe the values behind these efforts are,different. In one the

belief is that the saLe must improve its.garhanship of Che.p b lc
,

interest by setting ever higher standardsignd de'Veloping more efficient

4

systems of management,. In ne sense the slate knows what is -best. In

the other view, the state must promote change rather than mandate it

and accept diversity.as more responsive-to the state's needs than mandated'
tON-

single standards.

And, what do I believe? I can argue for'either viewpoint. And 'recent

developments in 'New York State indicate that one bureaucracy'can promote

both view, causing, I believe, some of the-confusion that now exists in

.the'state-over exactly what the Division of Teacher Educationand.CertifiL

cation is atCempting.to do. If you give me a statement of purpose, I

think I could design a proper state role. For example,a cognitive exami-

nation could even now be used to screen some candidates. Everyone. knows

the limitation of pres'ent examinations when they have been used for

certification. However, I recently visited a college and saw such

eXtremely poor exampleS of student work that I could argue fqr such

exams even if they only screenecrfor cognitive abilities. ,

fowever, .1 am more deeplvimpressed by a model for a new of teaching

exam described by DbnaldXedley (University of Virginia). It is impossible
'3

,' I



-8- 0 .4

to do justiceibriefly to his ideaS but.1 will try.' He describes an

examinaln that would be ndesiged to ,proYide "clients interested' in
. ,

,

i

t.. , . . H.

.

- , ? .

teacher educationretention,,promotion, certification, etc': witli infor-
. , J

mation relevant- to these interests in afodus which would facilitate their

using it in whatever way.:-they.see fit." The exam would be weightedso,

that'eath client could establish the' profile desired,' Over 40 modules

'ir'four broad categories (The Cultural Area,'ubject-Matter Area, Teaching

. .

-A'rea, and Professionalism) are sUggested. The modules, for example, include

claSsrooM management skills, disc ipline, knowledge of teaching strategies,

/sensitivity'toTupil behavior, knowledge of urban black ,culture, and
-,-. , ,..

. -,:v
working with pees. Also suggested for this examination is the 'use of

filmed episodes°designed not to ask the candidate how a problem should
k

be solved, but designed .to "ta a candidate's ability to see and under -.

stand what is: going on -in the l'assrodin."

Me0.ey's conclusions, htly reworded, are worth considering:tare

Joyce and'Hargotounian have written:

While we are not at all certain what
combination of events makes. weod,lesson
or what combination of qualities makes a
good teacher, thepotc.ntially better
teacher is 'one who it able to plan and
control his professional behavior - -to
tead,,1l many kinds of lessons, to reach
many diverse learners, to create
different social climates, and to
adapt a wide'iange of teaching -

strategies to constantly changing ,

cOnditions...Our definition of the
"good" teacher is not someone who
teaches in a certain way but someone
withdtlhe capacity to create and carry
out strategies and maneuvers.that he
modifies coritantly responseto student
behavior,
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The reason Ay the schoolman does not

like'Joyce and NarootouniaWs definition'
A j

is that it is useless to !him, The school

administrator'must act; as though he knows

what 'makes ,agood teacher, even if he

doegn't.,... Someone has to decide which q

teachers to hir,e,which to promote, which
!

to fire. That someone is not ETS Cnor,II

might add, the State), ETS Cthe StateD can

assist in the process by giving the decision;

:;,

maker the'ilaXimum amount of the inforMation

he needs aboUtv the teachers frop\whom he
( ,

:must choose. ETS Cthe State) can also

help him study the effects of his decisions

and gradually improve. them., This is the'

proper function',, of the teacher examination

service(ana perhaps of a state educatiOn

agehcyi.

Neither of these functions requirs ETS

Cthe State) to know what makes a good

'teacher, A test or test battery which

will predict how well a teacher will

teach is out of reach; it is neither

necessary nor passible to construct such

a test at prese'nt. But a test or test

battery that will predicylow a teacher

will teach may be possiblc, and would,

certainly be uSISful,

1

N



Could an appropriate role for a certification office be. to provide

information 1-ther, than attest to the poss'sion of certain skills or

Competeneies? If the exam Medley deseribes an be per'fecLed, a state,

could use it in many'ways - AL could set staminimums Cn variou's
1

modules or it could use it to provide inormation for localized use;
.,-

it could support, either of Katz's theories. The,potential for'such

an examination does appeal to me.

States at( meting to establish required cloMpetencies anC/oruse

behavioral objecLiVes have a tremendous challenge in making their.

system's Operational and effective. It is easy to require a competency,

but my experience in New York(State where we, recently established reading

- 1

competecies ror.elementar. teachers' makes me:pessimistic that tie efforts

can p-reduce the needed change. Establishing criteria .for rating how well.

the competency has been met must be done; it is not easy.

I hesitate to be critical of these attempts,, howeer, because as one

of my friends said, "Maybe if we don't tell them they can't do it, they

will." And if they do, alleducation will benefit.

My ambivalence about what-is the best approach to competency -based

certification is one of the things that troubles me. f.begah this-paper

J

assuming I.'could define and describe, i,f not the best,,at least, a good

\
system. Now I realize that there is no answer in isolation from a

particular situation,and that even the best pkan would modified as it

was" considered by those whom it would affect.

I am convinced, howelfer, t'h'at I have some idea of how a state should

,
develop.its approach to competency-bed tencher education. Represeraatives'

from the entire eduCational establishment" Must be involved from the earliest'

discussions. ImplicationS-Tor change firom competency education
4

,
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:11av great'poe'ential and teachers, administrators, college professors,

students ci even the lay public deserve and will, demand a role in making

such decisions. Such involvement'is not easy and will not guarantee a

"good" approach:to competency education; ignoring those who gill be

affected in deciding policies will ensure, 'however, that thetest

. conceived plans wil:l.never bec6me operational.

What I .did realize was that I could personally only endorse a system

that was consistent with the values hold concerning the entire educa-

tional. system, not simply certification. 1 believe that education needs

to'be reformed. The American system has accomplished much and is not all

bad. But we know that, too many children find school repressive and

too man; never learn to read well enough to be considered literate'. The

list is long and varied. To be personal for a moment, the schools taught

0

one of'my daghters to read; they forgot, however, to teach her to want

to read. My other daughter was taught to hate and fear music because it

was taught by a teacher. who screamed constantly and used criticism

as her main teaching technique. Schools are asked to do too much and too

much of what they attempt, they do poorly.

'.I also think jt is fruitless to try and blame someone for the' schocit's

faitures. Neither teachers nor teacher7:educators-should shoulder that
.,.

.:.,

burden. Considerable research indicatethata child's social and ethnic
)T

environment is one'of the greatest influences on his performance in school.

And even such a reformer as John Holt is now hunching that despite all

of the criticisms, the schools are doing mhat a majority of parents want.

Michael Katz believes -thatNconsensus amongthe public exists only on

the desire' for their children to "become functionally literate and. able to

unde-estand mathematics." And 1 would agree. . How_t.hen can a state establish
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minimum competencies? Evaluating the competencies demands a frame of

reference, at its heart a set of values; I worry about states establishing

value systems, thus: the frame of reference must be diversified and most

likely localized. Everyone should not be subjected to my educa 'onal

values and I should not have to accept the values of others. Schools

should offer options and every arbitrary standard decreases / this possibility.

I believe children should be,given opportunities to learn in the most

humane ways possible.i--,And,I, believe a certification system must' always
tf,

be related to the public's expectations for the schools. Since we have

a diverse population with varied philosophies, I believe a state should

promote a certification system that expects diversity and challenges all

to meet the highest level of accomplishment. Standards should never be

rigid; procedures should be revised yearly based on constant feedback.

1 am reminded'of doing chores for my father as a young boy, washing the,

car, for example. After an hour of reasonable effort I told my father

it was .done and asked, "Is it o.k.?" His answer was always, "Is it the

best you can do?" A certification system should be designed not to be

"o.k.", but to be "best."

In conclusion my greatest concern is that states are attempting..to

establish competency-based certification:systems without any public

frame 'of, erence. A statement of purpose, is ',necessary but even more

necessary is aidersCanding the values that will be promoted through

implementifig' that statement Of pose. As one colleague commented, the

performance movement is awash with competencies in search of objectives.

Educators become too quickly concerned with "how to" and too often neglect

"why." Katz's comments on the progressive movement might be appropriate

to consider.at the beginning of the'competency effort.
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Progressive education began as a

moment in intellectual history, and

combined an emphasis on community with

a desire to liberate the child. In

practice, though progressivism often

added only a set of new wrinkles to an

already overdeveloped educational

bureaucracy. Rather than liberate the

child from scholasticism, repression,

and drill, the discovery of individual

differences, as an instance, fueled the

development of massive psychological

testing and the creation of the guidance

bureaucracy stretching from school

counselors to university departments.

Similarly, the professor of educational

administration remains a more permanent

artifact of the progressive era than

Dewey's laboratory school. It was

admipistrative values--the addition of

supervisory positions, the war on

inefficiency, the introduction of ability

grouping--rather than the promotion of

social reform through the democratic libera-

.Lion of human intelligence, that most often

defined the progressive spirit in practice.

rta
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We-are already working to provide the support systems necessary

to make cumpetCncy education possible. And it takes little imagination

co see the beginning of a vast new bureaucracy. I hope those who are

committed, .never forget why.

State planning, management, involvement will all be futile if the

value fouP'dation is not cooperatively established and made public.

Washington and Illinois have their values (shared assumptions) ia their

published documents. Other states may also, but I am not familiar with

them. Some states, I know, refuse to attempt this.

Without this foundation, the Totential for significant change, re-

sulting from the competency movement, will never be realized. But states'

have already begun, decisions have been made, some in' wisdom, sone in folly.


